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1. Name of Property 

historic name : Cornell Square 

other names/site number : Park No. 5 



2. Location 

street & number: 
city or town : 
state Illinois 



1809 West 50 Ih Street (location and mailing address) 
Chicago 

code IL county Cook code 031 



Not for publication 

vicinity 

zip code 60609 



3. State/Federal Agency Certification \ 

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1 966, as amended, 1 hereby certify that this 

nomination request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the National 

Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. In my opinion, the 

property X meets does not meet the National Register Criteria. I recommend that this property be considered significant 

nationally statewide locally. ( See continuation sheet for additional comments.) 

.v,.'..- 

Signature of certifying official Date 

Illinois Historic Preservation Agency 

State or Federal agency and bureau 

In my opinion, the property meets does not meet the National Register criteria. ( See 

continuation sheet for additional comments.) 



Signature of commenting or other official 



Date 



State or Federal agency and bureau 



American Indian Tribe 




Cornell Square 

Name of Property 



4. Nati onal Park Service Certification 

I, hereby certify that this property is: Signature of the Keeper 

entered in the National Register ______ 

See continuation sheet. 

determined eligible for the 

National Register 

See continuation sheet. 

determined not eligible for the 

National Register 

removed from the National Register 

other (explain): — 



5. Classification 



Cook County, Illinois 

County and State 



Date of Action 



Ownership of Property 
(Check as many boxes as apply) 

private 

X public-local 

public-State 

public-Federal 



Category of Property 
(Check only one box) 

building(s) 

X district 

site 

structure 

object 



Number of Resources within Property 
(Do not include previously listed resources in the count) 
Contributing Noncontributing 
1 0 buildings 

1 0 sites 

3 3 structures 

0 0 objects 

5 3 Total 



Number of contributing resources previously listed in the National Register N/A 

Name of related multiple property listing (Enter "N/A” if property is not part of a multiple property listing.) 



Historic Resources of the Chicago Park District 




Cornell Square 

Name of Property 



Cook County, Illinois 

County and State 



6. Fun ction or Use 

Historic Functions (Enter categories from instructions) 
LANDSCAPE/ park 

RECREATION AND CULTURE/ outdoor recreation 
RECREATION AND CULTURE/ sports facility 
OTHER/ field house 



Current Functions (Enter categories from instructions) 
LANDSCAPE/ park 

RECREATION AND CULTURE/ outdoor recreation 
RECREATION AND CULTURE/ sports facility 
OTHER/ field house 



7. Description 

Architectural Classification 
(Enter categories from instructions) 

Beaux Arts Classicism 



Materials (Enter categories from instructions) 

Foundation: CONCRETE 

Roof : ASPHALT TILES 

Walls: CONCRETE 

Other: EARTH 

VEGETATION 

Narrative Description (Describe the historic and current condition of the property on one or more continuation 
sheets.) 




Cornell Square 

Name of Property 



Cook County, Illinois 

County and State 



8. Statement of Significance 

Applicable National Register Criteria (Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the property for 
National Register listing) 

X A Property is associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns 
of our history. 

B Property is associated with the lives of persons significant in our past. 

X C Property embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of construction or 
represents the work of a master, or possesses high artistic values, or represents a significant and 
distinguishable entity whose components lack individual distinction. 

D Property has yielded, or is likely to yield information important in prehistory or history. 

Criteria Considerations (Mark "X" in all the boxes that apply.) 

A owned by a religious institution or used for religious purposes. 

B removed from its original location. 

C a birthplace or a grave. 

D a cemetery. 

E a reconstructed building, object, or structure. 

F a commemorative property. 

G less than 50 years of age or achieved significance within the past 50 years. 

Areas of Significance (Enter categories from instructions) 

Entertainment/ Recreation 
Social History 
Architecture 
Landscape Architecture 

Period of Significance : 1905 - 1955 Significant Dates: N/A 

Significant Person (Complete if Criterion B is marked above): N/A 
Cultural Affiliation N/A 

Architect/Builder: Burnham, D.H & Company 

Olmsted Brothers 

Narrative Statement of Significance (Explain the significance of the property on one or more continuation 
sheets.) See Continuation Sheet 
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Name of Property 



Cook County, Illinois 

County and State 



9. Major Bibliographical References 

(Cite the books, articles, and other sources used in preparing this form on one or more continuation sheets.) 
Previous documentation on file (NPS) 

preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) has been requested. 

previously listed in the National Register 

previously determined eligible by the National Register 

designated a National Historic Landmark 

recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey # 

recorded by Historic American Engineering Record # 

Primary Location of Additional Data 

State Historic Preservation Office 

Other State agency 

Federal agency 

Local government 

University 

_X Other 

Name of repository Chicago Park District 



10. Geographical Data 

Acreage of Property: 8.29 acres 

UTM References (Place additional UTM references on a continuation sheet) 

Zone Easting Northing Zone Easting Northing 

1 16 444152 4627925 3 16 444350 4627727 

2 16 444350 4627925 4 16 444157 4627722 
See continuation sheet. 

Verbal Boundary Description 

(Describe the boundaries of the property on a continuation sheet.) 

See Continuation Sheet 
Boundary Justification 

(Explain why the boundaries were selected on a continuation sheet.) 



See Continuation Sheet 
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Name of Property 



Cook County, Illinois 
County and State 



11. Form Prepared By 

name/title: Julia Sniderman Bachrach 
organization: Chicago Park District 
street & number: 541 N. Fairbanks 
city or town: Chicago state: IL 

Additional Documentation 

Submit the following items with the completed form: 

Continuation Sheets 

Maps 

A USGS map (7.5 or 15 minute series) indicating the property's location. 

A sketch map for historic districts and properties having large acreage or numerous resources. 

Photographs 

Representative black and white photographs of the property. 

Additional items (Check with the SHPO or FPO for any additional items) 

Property Owner 

(Complete this item at the request of the SHPO or FPO.) 

name Timothy J. Mitchell, General Superintendent, Chicago Park District 

street & number 541 North Fairbanks telephone 

city or town Chicago state IL zip code 60611 



date: February 24, 2005 
telephone: (312)742-4698 
zip code: 6061 1 



Paperwork Reduction Act Statement: This information is being collected for applications to the National 
Register of Historic Places to nominate properties for listing or determine eligibility for listing, to list properties, 
and to amend existing listings. Response to this request is required to obtain a benefit in accordance with the 
National Historic Preservation Act, as amended (16 U.S.C. 470 et seq.). 

Estimated Burden Statement: Public reporting burden for this form is estimated to average 18.1 hours per 
response including the time for reviewing instructions, gathering and maintaining data, and completing and 
reviewing the form. Direct comments regarding this burden estimate or any aspect of this form to the Chief, 
Administrative Services Division, National Park Service, P.0. Box 37127, Washington, DC 20013-7127; and 
the Office of Management and Budget, Paperwork Reductions Project (1024-0018), Washington, DC 20503. 
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Narrative Description 

Conceived as part of a revolutionary system of 14 parks in 1903, Cornell Square was originally known as Park 
No, 5, The innovative new parks were conceived by South Park Commission General Superintendent J. Frank 
Foster and designed by the prominent firms, Olmsted Brothers landscape architects, and D.H. Burnham & Co. 
architects. Cornell Square consists of 8 resources: 5 contributing and 3 non-contributing. The contributing 
resources include one building complex, structures and one site consisting of playfields, plantings and 
pathways. 

The South Park Commission completed construction of Cornell Square and opened the new park to the public 
in August of 1905. By the fall of 1905, a total of ten south side small parks provided recreational, social, and 
educational opportunities to hundreds of thousands of people in Chicago, as well as a new prototype for the 
design and programming of neighborhood parks throughout the nation. 

Over the years, Cornell Square has continuously adapted to the frequently changing needs of the surrounding 
community while retaining a high level of integrity. The property retains a great deal of fabric dating from its 
period of significance, and is primarily composed of contributing features. In order to clearly describe Cornell 
Square and show that it retains sufficient integrity to be listed on the National Register of Historic Places, three 
corresponding plans are submitted as part of this nomination: the original Olmsted Brothers Plan [A], a Chicago 
Park District plan of 1939 [B], and a recent plot plan [C]. 

Cornell Square is bounded on the north by West 50 lh Street, on the south by West 51 st Street, on the east by 
South Wood Street and the west by South Wolcott Avenue. The 8.29-acre site lies in the community area 
known as New City, a neighborhood often referred to as the Back-of-the-Yards, because of its proximity to the 
Union Stock Yards. Featured in the 1906 novel The Jungle, at the turn of the century, this neighborhood was 
teeming with factories, slaughterhouses, railroad lines, tenement housing, and “Whiskey Row,” a strip of bars 
frequented by the area's numerous laborers. Once home to thousands of immigrants from Poland, Lithuania, 
Russia, and Bohemia, the neighborhood is now largely composed of Hispanic and black residents. Frame and 
brick single-family residences, two-flats and apartment buildings surround the park. 

The Olmsted Brothers’ original plan for Cornell Square [A], placed the field house complex [1] on the far 
northeast comer of the park. The complex was originally composed of two buildings that were linked together 
with an open pergola. The primary entrance to the field house is on west side, within the park’s interior. There 
is a concrete plaza [2] that is semi-circular in plan that is adjacent to the entrance of the field house. Over the 
years, the park district has replaced the concrete of the plaza and walkways [2,3,4] with new concrete. The 
replacement concrete follows the configuration of the original circulation system. Despite some changes, much 
of the park’s original layout remains intact [C]. 
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The plaza adjoins a wide promenade walk [3]. Historically, this walkway [3] divided the athletic field [5] from 
the original men’s running track [6]. The u-shaped walkway [4] surrounding the sunken athletic field [5] 
remains [C], although 5 sets of concrete steps leading from the paths to the field have been removed. 

Originally, the terminus of the promenade walk included a circular form. Other than the removal of one of the 
sets of concrete steps, this circular form is still evident. 

In a number of the neighborhood park designs, the Olmsted Brothers recessed the athletic field and surrounded 
it by a tree-lined promenade. This provided a lovely area of the landscape for strolling or sitting on bench. This 
was particularly important in the small squares, where so much of the site was given over to athletics and 
structured programming. By recessing the field, the views of the field house were reinforced. In addition, the 
field could be flooded for ice-skating in the winters. Cornell Square is one of the few Olmsted Brothers- 
designed parks in Chicago in which the athletic field [5] retains its recessed topography. Only a few historic 
trees survive, however, and not all of the new trees follow the original formal planting design. Historically, the 
field itself was composed of gravel rather than the existing turf gTass. It is likely that this change was made in 
the 1930s. 

Another change in the 1930s [B] was the removal of the men's running track [6], Originally, this area was 
considered the men's open-air gymnasium. The oval running track surrounded a space composed of gravel and 
some turf grass, with gymnastic apparatus in the center. By the late 1930s, the track, gymnastics apparatus and 
gravel areas had been removed. Horseshoe courts, a volleyball court, and a sand box were installed on the west 
side of the area. The east side was retained as open space. It did not have a backstop, but appears to have been 
used for softball (most likely pick-up games). In the 1960s, this area was used for ice-skating during the 
wintertime. Today, the area is used as a combination soccer and football field. 

At the southwestern edge of the park, there is a secondary v-shaped walkway leading from one of the curving 
portions of the u-shaped walkway to the comer of the park. This configuration is part of the original walkway 
system [A]. In the 1930s [B], the Chicago Park District built three asphalt tennis courts [7] on the southeast 
side of the park where the music court was originally located. Composed of a formally planted double row of 
trees within a passive landscape area, the music court was originally used for concerts and other gatherings. 
When the tennis courts [7] were installed in the 1930s, the park district also added a second v-shape secondary 
walk connecting the southeastern side of the u-shaped walk with the outer walk along W. 5 1 st Street [B], 

Today, these features continue to reflect their appearance from the 1930s period [C], 

Just to the north of the tennis courts [7] is the original children's playground. Historically, the area included a 
wading pool (now the spraypool) [8], sand court (now a planted area) [9], and playground equipment. The 
neighborhood parks each incfuded a wading pool and sand courts for younger children with a nearby shaded 
seating area. This wading pool [8] was composed of a rectangular form with a curved wall on its south side. 

By the late 1970s. the Chicago Park District converted the original wading pool to a spray pool. This w'as done 
with minimal alteration to original feature. Today, the spray pool [8] retains the wading pool’s 
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original location, configuration, and curbing. This historic children’s sand court [9] was circular in form. The 
sand sat in the circular basin in the ground. Surrounded by a circular concrete walk, it originally had two 
adjacent semi-circular concrete benches. Each of the two benches sat beneath a pergola that once provided 
shaded seating. The Chicago Park District demolished the benches and pergolas sometime after the late 1930s. 
In 1 992, the park district excavated the sand and planted lawn and some ornamental trees in the circular area 
that had previously been the sand court. By this time the benches and pergola had long since been removed. 

The curbing and circular walkway still remain [13]. 

Historically, the children’s playground area had a gravel surface. The original playground apparatus was 
constructed of wood and located along the edges of the area. The Chicago Park District updated the playground 
several times over the years. The existing soft surface playground [10], installed in 1991, is composed of two 
rectangular areas flanking the spray pool [8] and the circular remnant that remains from the sand court [9]. The 
two playground areas have low retaining walls. Wood chips provide the soft surface for the playground 
equipment, which is located within the retaining walls. Just north of the playground [10] and circular remnant 
[9] is an asphalt play slab [11] with four basketball courts. In the late 1 930s, the park district installed this as a 
multi-purpose play slab. The only change to this area was the installation of basketball hoops. 

The field house complex [1], located on the northeast comer of the park is Cornell Square’s most prominent 
feature. Although the field house [1] is now a single building, the South Park Commission originally built this 
as a complex of two separate buildings. The primary field house building, fronts onto the park. It has 
clubrooms and an auditorium at the front— and the original women’s gymnasium building at the rear. To the 
north is the original men’s gymnasium building, which is rectangular in plan. Originally, an open pergola 
connected the two buildings, and there was a center courtyard with the swimming pool [12] in the center. In 
1936. the Chicago Park District demolished the pergola and constructed a one-story addition linking the two 
buildings. The addition provided a bathhouse with separate area for men and women to make the swimming 
pool more convenient for park patrons. 

Like most of the architecture of the South Park Commission's neighborhood parks, Cornell Square’s buildings 
are composed of exposed aggregate concrete. The primary building faces the semi-circular concrete plaza [2] 
and promenade walk [3], This two-story building is rectangular in plan and oriented north to south. Its hipped 
roof, now clad in asphalt tiles, originally had green clay tiles. Historically, this roof had broad overhanging 
eaves; however, the park district modified the overhang as part of later roof repairs. The women’s gymnasium 
is one and a half stories and also oriented north to south. It also has a hipped roof now clad in asphalt tiles. A 
one-storv building component links the field house with the women’s gymnasium. It extends east to west has a 
gabled roof. This area houses the women's locker and shower room. 

The men's gymnasium building, located on the north side of the park, is a two-story structure, rectangular in 
plan, extends from east to west, with its north faqade facing W. 50 111 Street and its east fayade facing S. Wood 
Street. The east and west portions of the building have hipped roofs and the center portion has a gabled roof. 
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The field house’s primary fa?ade has three double entry doors flanked by two sets of fluted pilasters. Flanking 
the three doors and located between the outer pairs of pilasters there is a casement window on each side, divided 
into six lights. There are five transom windows above each of the five openings. These transom windows 
originally had a decorative mullion design composed of a diamond shape with an adjoining cross. The original 
transom windows were later replaced with transoms divided into three lights. There is a frieze composed of 
fretwork stretching between the capitals of the pilasters and a simple entablature above. Flanking the entryway 
there are a pair of oval openings. These were originally elegant windows, but since they were later filled in, 
they are now blind openings. The original iron light fixtures that extended from a knee wall at the base of the 
entry way and extended to the lower portion of the oval windows are no longer extant. 

There is a stringcourse of molded concrete dividing the first and second stories of the field house. Between this 
stringcourse and the roofline, the upper facade of the building has a fluted texture that is molded into the 
surface. Five French windows extend above the entryway. In recent years, the Chicago Park District installed a 
heavy brown awning that sits beneath the eave of the roof extending over the upper portion of the French 
windows. The men and women's gymnasium buildings have a large number of hopper windows with mullions 
configured in a union jack motif. Fortunately, most of these original windows remain. 

The field house complex [1] has many fine interior details including elegant stairways with wooden handrails 
and iron newel posts and ornamental iron balustrades composed of a series of pierced circular forms. The field 
house lobby also has fluted pilasters, blind roundels, and ornamental plaster work. There are a series of 
windows with decorative mullions located above the lobby counter that either match the transom windows 
originally located above the entryway, or perhaps park district employees installed the original windows here 
when they were removed from the front fagade. 

There are also two works of art in the lobby of the field house. One is a painting of Ezra Cornell, the cousin of 
the park's namesake, Paul Cornell. The artist of this portrait, which was painted around 1912, is unknown. The 
Chicago Park District had the painting professionally conserved in the late 1990s. The second artwork is a 
bronze bust of Paul Cornell that sits on the lobby counter under a Plexiglass box. Commissioned by 
descendents of Paul Cornell, the bust was sculpted by Norwegian artist Sigvald Asbjomsen and installed in 
1929. 

At the east side of the field house complex, adjacent to S. Wood St., there is a wall extending from the women’s 
gymnasium to the men's gymnasium. The park district replaced most of the original concrete wall during a 
major swimming pool rehabilitation project in 1985. The existing wall is composed of some concrete and some 
chain link. Although the rectangular swimming pool [12] is similar in appearance to the original swimming 
tank, it has been repaired and updated many times over the years. Concrete decking surrounds the pool. 
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Cornell Square suffers from deterioration and some insensitive repairs and alterations. Despite this, the park 
retains good integrity. The location of features, spatial relationships, architectural elements, some plantings, 
alignment of walkways, sunken athletic field, and much historic fabric remains intact. The field house retains 
many fine interior features, including the two original works of art. The small 8.39-acre park has provided the 
surrounding community with athletic, educational, and social programs for a century while continuing to 
convey its historic character. 
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Contributing Features 



Non-contributing Features 



Buildings 

Field house and 

Gymnasium Complex [1] which on the inside includes the Painting of Ezra Cornell and Bust of Paul Cornell 



Sites 



Landscape including 

Athletic Field [5] and Paths [2, 3, 4, 13] 



Structures 



Tennis Courts [7] 
Basketball Courts [11] 
Spraypool [8] 



2 Soft surf. Playgrounds [10] 
Swimming Pool [12] 
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Statement of Significance 

Cornell Square meets Criterion A and Criterion C for listing on the National Register of Historic Places. The 
property is nationally significant as part of the revolutionary plan by the South Park Commission in the early 
20 th century to provide breathing spaces with recreational facilities and social services to the densely populated 
tenement districts within its jurisdiction. In addition to the innovative programming, the design of the new 
parks by D.H. Burnham & Co. architects and the Olmsted Brothers landscape architects influenced the 
development of small neighborhood parks throughout the country. 

The South Park Commissioners began efforts to create a system of 14 new parks in 1903. Ten of the proposed 
parks, including Cornell Square, opened in 1905, quickly influencing the design and programming of other 
parks throughout the nation. In fact, in 1907, President Theodore Roosevelt recommended that park 
administrators throughout America should "... see the magnificent system that Chicago has erected in its south 
park section, one of the most notable civic achievements in any American city.” 1 

Cornell Square qualifies for listing on the National Register under the multiple documentation form, “The 
Historic Resources of the Chicago Park District.” The property is nationally significant during a period 
spanning from 1905 when construction commenced to 1955, the current fifty-year cut-off date for the National 
Register of Historic Places. The property meets with the following areas of significance: Entertainment/ 
Recreation. Social History, Architecture, and Landscape Architecture. 

The South Park Commission was one of three park systems established in 1869 to create a series of parks and 
boulevards that would encircle Chicago. As explained in section E (page 3) of the multiple property nomination 
form “The Historic Resources of the Chicago Park District,” the South Park Commission served a geographic 
region spanning from the Chicago River south to 1 38 th Street and from Lake Michigan west to Cicero Avenue. 
Its jurisdiction included the towns of South Chicago, Lake, and Hyde Park. Its original parkland consisted of 
South Park (later renamed Jackson and Washington Parks and the Midway Plaisance) and boulevards linking 
the park to downtown and the West Park System. 

By the late 1 890s. the South Park Commissioners were concerned that the existing parkland could no longer 
satisfy the needs of all of the people they served. The city had experienced tremendous industrial growth and 
the population was surging. In 1 869, when Chicago’s original park commissions were formed, the city’s 
population was 300,000. By 1900, that figure had increased to 1.7 million, and at that time nearly 750,000 
people resided a mile away or farther from any park. 2 



1 As reprinted in South Park Commission, Report of the South Park Commissioners For a Period of Fifteen Months from December 1, 
1906 to February 29, 1908, inclusive. Chicago: 1908, 62. 

2 Dwight Heald Perkins, Report of the Special Park Commission to the City Council of Chicago on the Subject of a Metropolitan Park 
System. Chicago: 1904, 39. 
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Aware of the deplorable living and working conditions and lack of open spaces in the tenement districts within 
its jurisdiction, the South Park Commissioners drafted a bill that would empower them to build new parks for 
the first time in 30 years. The act, approved by the State Legislature in 1 899, allowed for the creation of a new 
park if it were contiguous to an existing park or boulevard. The following year, the South Park Commission 
acquired a 34-acre site adjacent to a boulevard, Western Avenue, and near the Union Stock Yards. Providing 
ball fields, swimming and wading lagoons with changing rooms, and playgrounds, the experimental McKinley 
Park proved to be an immediate success. This prompted the commissioners to begin efforts to create a more 
ambitious system of neighborhood parks that would provide beautiful landscapes, recreational programs and 
social services to the densely populated neighborhoods throughout their district. 

The South Park Commission secured enabling legislation in 1901 that would allow it to issue bonds to acquire 
and improve new parks. This law stipulated that the proposed parks could not be more than ten acres in size. In 
1902, the commissioners brought the proposal before public referendum, receiving strong public support. The 
following year, the commissioners went to the State Legislature to amend the 1901 act. The 1903 amendment, 
known as the Lundberg Act, removed the size limitation, allowed the park commissioners to locate the new 
parks anywhere within their district, and authorized the issuance of bonds. With the legal authority and funding 
in place, the commission began to plan the new parks. 

As explained in the multiple property form, South Park Commission Superintendent, J. Frank Foster largely 
conceived the neighborhood park concept (Fill, p. 1 1). Foster believed that the new parks could function as 
neighborhood centers that would uplift and improve the lives of the residents of the overcrowded tenement 
districts. He suggested that in addition to the ball fields, swimming facilities, and playgrounds that had been 
tested in McKinley Parks, the new parks should also provide a variety of features. These included separate 
outdoor gymnasiums for men and women, running tracks, children's sand courts, and a new type of building, 
the field house. Based on the precedent of Chicago’s settlement houses, these innovative parks buildings 
"would provide athletic, educational, recreational programs and social services throughout an entire year.” 

This was particularly useful because Chicago's cold climate had traditionally limited park use to the period 
between the early spring and late fall. 

The South Park Commission hired the Olmsted Brothers landscape architects and D.H. Burnham & Company 
architects to design the innovative system of 14 parks. Both firms had a long tradition of working for Chicago’s 
South Park System. The Olmsted Brothers were successors to Frederick Law Olmsted Sr.(1822-1903). 

Designer of many of the nation's premier parks and landscapes including New York’s Central Park and the 
town of Riverside, Illinois, Olmsted created the original plan for Chicago’s South Park in 1871. In 1875, his 
stepson and nephew. John Charles Olmsted (1852- 1920) went into practice with him. Frederick Law Olmsted 
Sr. laid out the gleaming campus of the World’s Columbian Exposition that opened in Jackson Park in 1893. 
After the fair, the firm, then known as Olmsted, Olmsted, and Eliot transformed the site to back to parkland. In 
1 S98. John Charles and his younger stepbrother, Frederick Law Olmsted Jr., formed the Olmsted Brothers firm. 



5 Julia Sniderman Bachrach. The City in a Garden: A Photographic History of Chicago 's Parks, Center for American Places, 
Harrisonburg. VA: 2001, 12. 





